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MISUSE OF DRUGS AMENDMENT (SEARCH POWERS) BILL 2016 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 30 June. 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [10.19 am]: I indicate that I am not the lead speaker for the opposition, 
but I want to make some comments on the Misuse of Drugs Amendment (Search Powers) Bill 2016. There is no 
question that the biggest issue related to community safety is the use of illegal drugs. The figures are startling. 
I note that the minister pointed out in her second reading speech that there has been a massive increase in the 
seizure of methamphetamine in Western Australia. She said in her speech that in 2014, 122.7 kilograms of meth 
was seized; in the 2015 financial year, that increased by more than 100 per cent to 276.2 kilograms; and in the 
half-year to Christmas last year, 418 kilograms of meth was seized. Yet we all know that rivers of 
methamphetamine are still circulating in our suburbs, and that has been demonstrated by the fact that the 
government is now monitoring the sewerage system. It was found that over two tonnes of meth is getting into 
our sewage. I note, too, that the Minister for Police outlined in her speech the seizures by the Australian Federal 
Police. I am not sure how many of the seizures that she referred to in Western Australia were seizures by 
Western Australia Police and how many were by the AFP. 

I note that one observation that was made years ago when I worked in customs—I was not a customs officer like 
Hon Ken Travers, who today will retire from the other house; he was in fact on the frontline of the customs 
service, but I did not have that role, as I was just an administrative officer—was that most of the drugs that come 
into Australia come in through bulk cargo across our wharves because that is where the huge volumes of 
material are. If 300 000 or 400 000 containers are being moved across the wharf at Fremantle, or millions across 
the wharves in other states, it is simply impossible to examine every container. Once upon a time, it was the job 
of a customs officer to stand at the bottom of the gangway when a ship pulled in and inspect everybody and 
everything that came off it, but that was back in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: The good old days! 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The good old days one could say. With the huge volumes of imports now, it is just not 
possible to do that type of direct examination of every item coming into the country. Hundreds of thousands of 
containers come into the country, and it is clear that that is where most of the drugs come through because it is 
impossible to check all those containers. Drugs can be hidden easily. They can be hidden inside crockery plates 
and machine parts and, indeed, within the frame of the steel containers. In fact, there was a famous case in 
New South Wales in which unclaimed empty containers were sold at auction and distributed around country 
New South Wales, and one of the people who purchased a container was welding the container and found drugs 
in the frame. The police later investigated it. I think about 12 or 14 containers had been auctioned off and they all 
contained drugs. Whoever had imported them had obviously been spooked for some reason and had not collected 
the containers with the drugs, which were sold to the community. Nobody knew that they contained tonnes of 
drugs. In fact, the police could not be certain that they had recovered all the containers, because obviously, 
although detailed records are kept of imports and exports, abandoned containers are not closely monitored. That 
is a story of the sorts of things that happen with drugs. 

There was recently a seizure in Western Australia by the customs service, the Federal Police and the state police. 
A fishing boat came in through Geraldton. The drugs were not seized from the boat; they were seized in my 
electorate of Cannington. The interesting question was whether the police got all the drugs. They were not aware 
of when the drugs came off the boat—I think 200 kilograms were seized from the house in East Cannington—so 
they were not sure whether that was all the drugs that were originally on the boat. This is one of the problems: it 
is easy to hide drugs. 

The minister said in her speech that interstate couriers and Australia Post are unwitting couriers of drugs. I am 
sure that you would be aware, Mr Acting Speaker, that the post office has a right to open anything other than 
a letter. A letter has a special class under federal law. A letter can contain only paper; it cannot contain anything 
else. Sometimes people put drugs in an ordinary letter and send it, but when it gets scanned, the drugs are picked 
up, and then the postal service and the customs service have a right to open the letter. The Federal Police use 
customs powers to search for drugs because customs powers are much wider than most other search powers. If 
anything other than a piece of paper is put in a letter, it ceases to be a letter and the post office has a right to open 
the item. Again, the volume of parcels has gone up massively and so the chance of detection obviously falls as 
the volume goes up. 

The minister spoke in her second reading speech about seven operations at the Australia Post facility at the 
airport. The minister said that there were seizures of 361 grams of meth and 11.45 kilograms of cannabis, with 
16 charges laid from that. We can see that drugs were found in each of the seven operations. Just to give 
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members a picture of the ratio of seizures to drugs in the community, I note that 361 grams of meth is one-four-
thousandth of the drugs that are in circulation in Western Australia. Western Australia Police, the 
Australian Federal Police, the Australian customs service and the Australian Border Force work hard to fight 
against the importation of drugs, but it is a very difficult task and that means that there is a river of tonnes of 
meth in our community. 

All of us who were here last week and listened to the inspiring personal story of the member for Collie–Preston 
can see the huge impact that drugs can have on families and the need to make sure that adequate services are 
available for people to deal with the personal impacts of drug use. An observation made to me many years ago 
by a pharmacist was that once a person is addicted to drugs, they will probably need some form of treatment for 
the rest of their life. It is a grim reminder that someone who has been addicted to serious chemical products, even 
when they have ceased to be an addict, will have treatment for their whole life. It is a frightening thought. As 
I say, the member for Collie–Preston’s speech was very powerful and moving. Those of us who were in the 
chamber at the time thought he was very brave to make that speech, and I add my congratulations to him for 
what he was prepared to say. 

One of the issues that come up, I am sure, for you, Mr Acting Speaker, as it does occasionally for me, is drug 
houses and the difficulty for police dealing with them. There was a drug house in Thornlie, on the eastern edge 
of my current boundary, and it was quite a number of years before we were able to get it closed. Fortunately, in 
the end, the south east district police were able to close it. These drug houses cause huge damage; they 
significantly impact on the amenity of the suburbs because people turn up late at night to buy drugs, cars come 
and go and people use drugs in nearby parks and leave syringes there. To the credit of the City of Gosnells, it 
made a commitment and continued to send out rangers so that if drug paraphernalia was lying around, it was 
cleaned up quite quickly. But there is still the inconvenience of the council’s resources being focused on that 
rather than on other services. Also, the sheer amenity of the suburb is reduced and neighbours are nervous about 
what goes on. Generally speaking, the person running the drug house wants a good relationship with their 
neighbours because they do not want to have disputes, but hundreds of other people turn up, many of whom are 
affected by drugs in the way the minister’s speech described. I will talk in a minute about the problems that arise 
from drug use that are visited upon the neighbours. Someone backing out of their driveway might be cut off by 
a person affected by drugs and they could get into an argument about who was at fault. These are things that my 
constituents who lived near the drug house actually experienced. It took three years to finally get the problem 
moved on. The police have made the point that when they raided that drug house—they raided it a number of 
times—there were never enough drugs in the house to support a charge of sell and supply, only possession. It 
took them quite a long time to deal with it. 

I note that 200 kilograms of drugs were seized in East Cannington. I think it was reported as being worth about 
$150 million. If two tonnes of drugs end up in sewage, that means that $3 billion has been flowing back to 
criminals. That is an unbelievable amount of money. 

Mr P.C. Tinley interjected. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is right; a huge volume of money is probably generally flowing out of Australia. 
Although the manufacture of meth in suburban houses is a problem—we have all seen famous cases of these 
residential drug kitchens blowing up and injuring people and drug laboratories being run in houses even with 
children in them—clearly, the big volume of drugs is imported from either the east coast or, more particularly, 
overseas. That means that $3 billion to pay for those two tonnes of drugs is being taken out of ordinary folks’ 
pockets and put in the pockets of crime syndicates. A person my age—I am becoming an old man these days—
can probably recall the Royal Commission on the Activities of the Federated Ship Painters and Dockers Union, 
which exposed the Mr Asia drug syndicate and, of course, the bottom-of-the-harbour tax scheme as well. This 
has been a problem for a long time. The Australian Crime Commission was established as a result of the royal 
commission’s findings. I note that before the member for Girrawheen came to Parliament, she was involved in 
that anti-drug architecture when she worked at the National Crime Authority, which arose straight out of that 
royal commission. The member for Girrawheen was senior counsel for the National Crime Authority fighting 
drug dealers. That was part of her journey that brought her to the Parliament here in Western Australia. Some 
people can talk about fighting crime and other people actually fight crime. 

[Member’s time extended.] 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I want to talk about the impact of drugs. The minister provided some interesting 
statistics on the first page of her second reading speech when she explained — 

methylamphetamine users are 1.6 times more likely to commit robbery, 1.8 times more likely to commit 
burglary, 2.1 more times likely to arm themselves with weapons and 1.5 times more likely to commit 
property offences than non-users 

 [2] 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 25 August 2016] 

 p5321b-5324a 
Mr Bill Johnston 

I draw attention to part of the member for Collie–Preston’s contribution in which he said that when people get 
hooked on meth, they steal from anyone, including their family. We know that a lot of the crime that supports 
drug habits is not from random people; it is from the families of people who become addicted to this substance. 
There is no question that the spike in property crime and burglaries that we have seen over the last year or year 
and a half is contributed to by the meth epidemic. Equally, there is a lot of unreported crime in which the victims 
are close family members and close friends of the person who is addicted. Much of that crime is not reported 
because people do not want to involve the criminal justice system when close family relatives are affected. That 
leads to the issue of treatment facilities. One of the things about that that comes to my mind is the number of 
times we hear reports on the radio, particularly from Gary Adshead on radio station 6PR, when he might 
interview people involved in a rehabilitation service who have trouble with planning laws to get their facilities 
running. Objections may be made on planning grounds against the location of a drug rehabilitation service. That 
is very disappointing. We all recognise the huge problem this is and we are bringing in legislation like the 
Misuse of Drugs Amendment (Search Powers) Bill 2016 to extend police powers to where they were previously 
not available and increase the capacity for police to search the vehicles of ordinary people without suspicion, but 
not without reason. It does things that we previously would not have considered appropriate. However, because 
the crisis in meth use is so bad, we are looking at things that we would not have previously agreed to, yet, in the 
siting and placement of rehabilitation services, we are getting caught up in planning and zoning rules. That does 
not make sense. We need to commit to giving the rehabilitation services that are available in our community the 
greatest opportunities. If there are artificial rules, that would not be so. Within a block of my house, there is 
a facility for people with issues. That was done by Jim McGinty and there was no objection. There is also 
a men’s hostel at the end of my street. Victoria Park is now quite a middle-class suburb but we can accommodate 
these things. People need to look into their hearts before they raise those types of petty planning objections to 
rehabilitation facilities. We have to make sure that people can get access to these types of facilities. They also 
need to be proximate to the families of the recovering people. I take on board what my friend the member for 
Collie–Preston talked about with the separation from his daughter during the early stage of her rehabilitation and 
the need for her to go through that. Clearly, people will get better rehabilitation outcomes if they have family 
support. It is quite important to make sure that the facilities are pretty close to where people live. We cannot just 
say we will stick them out in the hills. They have to be in suburban areas where people can get to them, 
otherwise we are not providing the best services for the community. 

The Labor Party does not unnecessarily give additional powers to the police and we will not unnecessarily give 
additional powers to the police today. However, sometimes there is justification for additional powers in certain 
circumstances. Of course, there needs to be a trail of accountability for those powers; that is the bargain we have. 
As police themselves say—and they are right—it is not policing of the community, but community policing; it is 
the police providing security to the community as part of the community. All the people I know have great 
respect for the police service and the very difficult job it does. Police need the powers that are required to 
successfully execute the difficult tasks that we ask them to do. Occasionally, we need to give them additional 
powers, which is what we are doing with the Misuse of Drugs Amendment (Search Powers) Bill 2016. Of 
course, that is necessarily not unlimited and the police service would not want it to be unlimited. No police office 
in Australia would look at the Philippines and say, “That’s what we should do” but currently in the Philippines, 
there is a process of extrajudicial killing of people who are involved in drugs. The last thing I heard was that 
1 200 people had been killed through extrajudicial killings. About 800 of the killings were by the police and 
about 400 were by vigilante gangs. 

As reported before, I lived in Indonesia in the early 1980s and there was a similar practice in Indonesia. It was 
called the “Mysterious Killings”. At the time—about 1983 to 1985—it meant dissidents were also victims of 
extrajudicial killings. Under the cover of extremist law and order, there was a crackdown on dissidents as well. 

[Interruption.] 

Mr R.F. Johnson: I apologise, Mr Speaker. 

The SPEAKER: That’s okay; it was a lovely tune, member for Hillarys. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is the second member of the morning. I think the member for Vasse’s phone went 
off earlier, and now the member for Hillarys. 

The current situation in the Philippines is completely and utterly excessive and nobody in Australia wants to 
support that. I make the point that there are always limits, in two ways. Firstly, we are a democratic society and 
we do not want the security apparatus to have unlimited powers; and secondly, it does not work. It does not get 
the outcome that we are looking for. There are better outcomes when it is done in connection with the 
community. 
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The effect on the community is enormous. Members can talk to people, as I have done, who work in emergency 
departments of hospitals and listen to reports on radio of what happens in emergency departments. A couple of 
months ago, I was in the city on a Sunday for just the ordinary sort of Sunday shopping. I am not saying that 
either of the people involved in what I am about to describe were necessarily on meth, but they did give that 
appearance. Two blokes got stuck into each other and had a big fight right in the middle of Murray Street mall 
outside one of those little arcades. One guy went down and the bloke who was standing up started kicking him. 
A hundred people were looking at them as they walked past with their kids but I was the only person who went 
over and separated them. 

Ms R. Saffioti: Did you? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes, I know; a big weakling like me. A big muscle-building bloke came over after I had 
separated the two guys to help me. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: To take the glory? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: No, he did not take the glory, he actually thanked me. He was a very nice guy; I do not 
know his name or anything. It affects everyone. Even if we do not personally know somebody who has been 
impacted by the scourge, it reaches out into our community and affects everybody. Everywhere we go, there is 
an impact. 

Mr P.B. Watson interjected. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes, that is right. It is a terrible situation and we need to take action. There is $3 billion 
running around in this industry that is trading on the misery of Western Australians. It is something that we 
should be prepared to take action on. It cannot just be a law and order response; it has to be a community 
response and it has to include rehabilitation—it has to include all these things. It cannot just be about law and 
order or police powers; it has to be a broader strategy than that. I think everybody in the chamber would agree 
with that comment; I do not think there is any way it would be disputed. 

Debate interrupted. 

[Continued on page 5337.] 
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